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“What to Learn Next?”: An Interview with
Julie Coiro
by Julie Coiro and
Troy Hicks
As an established literacy scholar and teacher educator,
Dr. Julie Coiro has changed the landscape of reading
education with work that has, among many other
accomplishments, solidified the study of new literacies
(Coiro et al., 2008), provided teachers with a model
for inquiry-based, technology-rich learning (Coiro et
al., 2019), and most recently provided a comprehensive
review of how digital reading has been defined in the
past and could be more coherently and consistently
explored in the future (Coiro, 2021). Speaking to
educators and students, to parents and policymakers,
Coiro’s work has resonance across many public spaces
in which reading and literacy, as well as digital education and inquiry-based pedagogies, are all at play.
In a conversation of just over an hour in October of
2021, Coiro and I were able to discuss her thoughts on
three main ideas—the state of hybrid and fully online
learning in this moment of the COVID-19 pandemic,
her work on the Development Panel charged with
drafting the NAEP 2026 Reading Framework, and her
thoughts on digital literacy and multimodal reading—
all while considering implications for K-12 classrooms.
Captured here are key moments from her interview,
and for those interested in Coiro’s work, she regularly
updates her university profile on Academia, available at
<https://uri.academia.edu/JulieCoiro/Papers>.
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ways that they are helping students reframe broader
political conversations in age-appropriate ways. Similarly, she discussed the ways she hears educators helping
students in identity work as readers and writers, scientists, mathematicians, and historians. These positive
changes in classroom climate, she notes, were brought
on by the many challenges of the pandemic.

“Model Being Vulnerable”:
A Snapshot of Teaching, Learning,
and Technology Use

With the use of technology, she described the shift
from an initial phase of "emergency remote teaching" to the present, where she and other educators are
embracing “emerging promising practices” from this
first stage of pandemic pedagogy. Adding emphasis to
this point, Coiro argued that “teachers began to step
back and really start to find value—and even some
advantages—in digital texts, digital tools, and digital
learning spaces.” Referencing her work with colleague,
co-director of the Summer Institute in Digital Literacy, and co-author Renee Hobbs, Coiro described her
emerging thinking about “any time” and “real time”
learning models (Coiro & Hobbs, 2021), acknowledging that she’s figuring out new ways to engage her own
pre-service teachers in these approaches.

To begin, I asked Coiro to provide a “snapshot” of what
she is seeing, hearing, and experiencing in her current
conversations with educators. She noted that many
educators are reporting more and more times where
they create space in class for socio-emotional learning,
from entrance tickets and emotional check-ins to the

For example, in her work with pre-service teachers and
in the emerging hybrid spaces that we are creating with
dual-delivery models, she acknowledges the needs of
both “roomies” (face-to-face attendees) and “Zoomies”
(online attendees) in live-streamed classes. Coiro
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pointed out that the goal, in the end, is for her students
to “talk collaboratively, to document their ideas, [and]
to share their ideas and reactions” in ways that can only
happen while talking and working together. In short,
whether they share learning that happens in real-time
(during class) or anytime (outside of class), pre-service
teachers need opportunities to read, annotate, think
independently, and collaboratively integrate new ideas.
To put a practical spin on it, she described what real
time learning looked like for her pre-service teachers
in a class of 25-30. First, she would offer an introduction or mini-lesson to all, broadcasting to those
online in addition to those meeting in person. Then,
during group work, where groups of three to four
would gather in the classroom, with their laptops,
and then these small groups would welcome one or
two online classmates to join them in Zoom breakout
rooms. Overall, she has found success with this kind
of real time collaboration, and students have adjusted
to it quickly, as long as they have access to necessary
equipment, like headphones for the breakout room
discussions. That said, even when things do not go as
planned, she has found that students have learned to
quickly adapt. For example, she noted how one group,
when Zoom failed them, was quickly able to pivot and
welcome their remote classmate into their small group
discussion via Facetime. She summarized concisely:
“It [modality] doesn’t really make a difference, and
students have kind of started to get used to it,” making
her classroom a truly hybrid, real time experience.
While there were many positive aspects of teaching in
this current landscape, she noted that an authentic,
inquiry-driven model of literacy learning still seems to
be elusive. She concluded this portion of our interview
by noting that, on the positive, more and more educators seem to be focused on “intentionally designing
a learning space” that involves both real-time and any
time components and centers on the use of just a few
core tools that can be employed in a flexible manner,
a point she elaborated on at the end of the interview
as well. Through all of these shifts, she concluded, the
best approach to teacher education is to “model being
vulnerable,” by allowing pre-service teachers to see their

professor engage in learning both content and the affordances of digital tools right alongside them.

“A Complex Process that is Shaped by
Many Factors”: Insights on the NAEP
2026 Reading Framework and the
Definition of Reading
We then moved to a conversation about Coiro’s work
with the Visioning and Development Panels charged
with drafting the NAEP 2026 Reading Framework
(National Assessment Governing Board, 2021). This
group has been tasked with updating the 2009 assessment, and her opening statement (perhaps even an
understatement) captured the scope of change the
panel will need to address in the process: “If anybody
thinks about where the world was, and where learners
were, and where the internet was, or wasn’t, in 2009,”
she began, “it’s very, very different now.” Additionally, Coiro described the intricacies of how the NAEP
Framework ultimately becomes a policy document, and
how that then leads to an “item specification document” which becomes a roadmap for test development.
Put another way, the item specification document
“contains recommendations for how tasks and items are
written and developed.” The ideologies and pedagogies
underlying these documents are crucial for the actual
test development; it is critical work that ultimately
leads to a draft of the new assessment.
As the panel members considers shifts in literacy
research and classroom practices from a decade ago to
the present, the shifts can seem small, yet they really do
inform approaches to literacy learning. In other words,
there are some significant changes in the framework,
based on the work of Coiro and other leading scholars
in the field, including Peter Afflerbach, John Guthrie, Carol Lee, P. David Pearson, and Allison Skerrett,
among nearly three dozen others documented in a
report from August of 2021, the “2026 NAEP Reading Framework” (all documents referenced here are
available online at <https://www.nagb.gov/naep-frameworks/reading/2026-reading-framework.html>). To
note just one example, Coiro noted that the 2009
NAEP definition of reading as “an active and complex
process” has evolved to include “making meaning with

Winter 2022, Vol. 54, No. 2

9

Bridging Research and Practice - “What to Learn Next?”: An Interview with Julie Coiro

text, a complex process that is shaped by many factors,”
including the role of context for the reader themselves
and their funds of knowledge, as well as the reading
task including the topic, timing, and format. Again, a
seemingly small shift in the definition of reading has
major policy, testing, and classroom implications.
Coiro noted recommended changes to comprehension targets on the assessment will capture students’
ability to “locate and recall, integrate and interpret,
and analyze and evaluate,” as well as the addition of
a fourth comprehension target, “use and apply.” “The
reason this matters so much,” she argued, “is because
the tests will be intentionally designed to ask students
to do more than read to answer test questions. All of
the assessment items will be situated in explicit reading purposes and more generally framed in activities
that involve developing an understanding or solving
problems. Two or three texts will be presented together,
and students will engage in a series of 10-12 questions
in a larger question block, all focused on those reading
purposes noted above.
The tests have changed too. Since 2009, all texts in
the NAEP reading assessments are now viewed on the
computer, and some texts include multimodal features
or dynamic elements, such as hyperlinks or animated
graphics, to reflect the kinds of texts found in the
real world. There is, she noted, an “expanded way of
thinking about texts, recognizing that none of the texts
[presented in the test] are actually print anymore; they
all appear on the computer screen.”
The new framework also calls for broader use of “Universal Design Elements” (UDEs), or design elements
intended to help all test-takers access, organize, analyze,
and express ideas as they engage with complex reading
comprehension tasks. These include task-based UDE’s
to clarify requirements, motivational UDE’s such as
task characters to provide moral support, or informational UDE’s, such as hover-over definitions of potentially complex or confusing vocabulary not directly
connected to the content being tested. While some
members of the National Governing Board initially
believed these elements were designed to make the test
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less rigorous, ultimately, members of the Development
Panel helped to communicate how UDE’s are designed
to make tests accessible to the greatest number of
students possible in order to accurately measure reading
comprehension across the diversity of test-takers. Thus,
the proposed UDE’s enabled the Development Panel
to address the Visioning Panel’s call “to ensure that
the framework and assessment equitably represent and
account for the learning opportunities, cultural and
linguistic resources, and contributions of diverse learners.” The proposed changes will be reflected in the 2026
assessment, reflecting a broader perspective built on
Universal Design for Assessment (UDA). More information about UDA elements can be found at: <https://
nceo.info/Assessments/universal_design>.
Back in her college classroom, when she teaches reading
strategies to her pre-service teachers, Coiro uses an
acronym: M&M DAAVISS to help them remember
research-based comprehension strategies. This includes
monitoring, making connections, determining important ideas, asking questions and analyzing, visualizing,
inferencing, summarizing, and synthesizing. She
contends that “teachers should really be aware of each
of these strategies and how to teach them to learners
of different ages.” She noted that the first M, monitoring, is about executive functioning, including the
ability to monitor and self-regulate, and then all the
additional strategies can lead to improved comprehension. “Knowing that skilled readers are also engaged
readers,” she suggested that teachers create opportunities for success with challenging texts, organize texts by
themes connected to the real world, provide students
with as much choice as possible in texts and topics,
and offer opportunities for students to collaborate. Of
most importance, Coiro explained, students want to
know that teachers “know how to support my needs as
a learner. And they care about me,” echoing the themes
from the first part of our interview.

“Talking About the Messiness”:
Rethinking Our Approach to Research
and Teaching of Digital Reading
Finally, we turned our attention to her recent piece in
Reading Research Quarterly, “Toward a Multifaceted

Michigan Reading Journal

Julie Coiro and Troy Hicks

Heuristic of Digital Reading to Inform Assessment,
Research, Practice, and Policy” (2020). In the article
itself, she contends that this heuristic should not be
seen as

collaboration, negotiation, and meaning-making
happen in dialogue with other digital readers and
writers.
She elaborated by saying:

a definitive set of reading-related concepts but as a
starting place from which to promote rich public
conversation about what we currently know about
digital literacy practices and how that knowledge
can be used to characterize, measure, teach, and
support comprehension across a range of digital
reading contexts (10).
Throughout the rest of the article, Coiro provides
insights on multiple layers in the heuristic, including
the reader, the text, and the activity, as well as the
response format, the medium or platform in which
the text is composed, the design considerations of the
task, and other contextual features of the school, home,
or other locations. In our interview, she reminded me
that “every single one of those new kinds of texts—and
different kinds of activities—all tap different interests,
motivation, and skills (or lack of skills)” for readers,
making the act of digital reading uniquely complex.
With this heuristic, Coiro is hoping to help both scholars and educators “to use more consistent language and
explicit ways of talking about the messiness” of digital
reading. In doing so, she believes that “we can start to
talk about it [the complexities of contemporary reading] together, rather than just saying, “Oh, yeah, that’s
digital reading,” thus closing the conversation with no
clear understanding. Her full article is available to read
courtesy of ILA, for free, online at: <https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/rrq.302>.

“Collaborators and Creators”:
Moving Toward the Digital Future
As we brought our conversation to a close, Coiro
reflected both on her collaboration with her colleague
Renee Hobbs and the ways in which her definition of
digital literacy has changed in the past few years. She
noted that her approach to understanding reading
has moved from that of a purely cognitive process to
one that embraces a socio-cultural perspective where

I used to think about our work as two sides of
a coin. I was interested in readers as consumers,
and Renee was interested in learners as producers.
They were, like, opposite pieces of digital literacy.
Then I started to realize, “Wait a minute. They’re
actually part of the same coin, and together they
represent what we mean by digital literacy.” So,
then the question became “Which side of the coin
comes first? Is it that we consume information to
then produce it, or do learners sometimes produce
information first and then think about how it is, or
should be, consumed, by others?” These kinds of
ideas caused us both to realize that digital literacy
is social, overlapping, complex, and constantly
changing as new technologies emerge. Digital
literacy is definitely a moving target but it’s important to keep talking about what it means so we can
translate these ideas into practice in our research
and our teaching.
From there, she shared closing thoughts about how to
make choices about what platforms, tools, devices, or
resources to use when “there’s so much information,
and so many books, and tools, and apps, and devices!”
To keep it in perspective, she recommends that teachers “pick two to three digital tools that serve a range of
purposes and stick with them.” Doing so, she concluded, allows teachers to stay focused on the main goal
of supporting students as they read and write, talk and
think, “rather than feeling the pressure to have to use
every shiny new toy that comes our way.” Coming full
circle, she noted that this goal “gets back to the identity building,” with “the focus [remaining] on creating
opportunities for learners to build their identity as
readers and thinkers, and as collaborators and creators,”
always encouraging them to ask “what do I want to
learn next?”
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